Obstetrics during Civil War: six months on a maternity ward in Mallavi, northern Sri Lanka.
A long-term, large-scale ethnic armed conflict continues in Sri Lanka, where militant separatists control a northern section of the island. The conflict has resulted in a large population of internally displaced persons and a shortage of medical staff. Drug and equipment shortages compound the difficulty in access to medical care. This article reports the experiences from 1 November 2000 to 30 April 2001 recorded by review of medical records and by interviews, in the peripheral unit, in a separatist controlled area of the Mallavi maternity ward. There were 704 births. Most of the mothers had been displaced by the war (69.5 per cent) and had experienced food shortage (67.5 per cent). Referred patients (18.1 per cent) had a high rate of caesarean section (44.3 per cent) and had travelled a mean of 57.6 km to reach Mallavi. There had been substantial antenatal care (94.0 per cent), tetanus toxoid vaccination (95.1 per cent) and malaria prophylaxis (86.4 per cent). Risk factors for low birth weight included a maternal body mass index less than 19 (RR 1.55, CI 1.11-2.16, P = .011), primiparity (RR 1.44, CI 1.05-1.97, P = .024) and self-reported malarial infection during pregnancy (RR 1.42, CI 1.03-1.97, P = .036). Rates of low birth weight, stillbirths, neonatal deaths and maternal mortality in the Mallavi units were higher than the Sri Lankan national averages. Improvements in quality of care and access to health care are unlikely while the war continues.